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1. INTRODUCTION
An article in this journal 10 years ago described de-
velopments in road safety in Great Britain between 1975 
and 1995. This article updates the earlier ﬁgures and de-
scribes the more signiﬁcant developments of the decade 
1996-2005. Note that British national accident reporting 
system is reviewed every 5 or 6 years and minor changes 
are made, but these should not affect the data reported 
here. The following deﬁnitions of casualty severity have 
been used since the system was established in 1949:
Fatal:  those who die within 30 days of injuries suffered 
in a road accident,
Serious: those who are detained in hospital for treatment or 
suffer on of a list of more serious types of injury,
Slight:  those who suffer lesser injuries, including those 
not requiring medical treatment.
The annual numbers between 1985 and 2005 are 
illustrated in Figure 1. The serious casualty numbers have 
been divided by 10 for comparison with the fatal num-
bers (left scale), and the total number of casualties uses 
the right scale. 
International comparisons of road safety generally 
focus on the number of people killed, because of differ-
ences between countries in the reporting of non-fatal ca-
sualties. Tables 1 and 2 provide summary fatality statistics 
from 1985-2005.
2. CASUALTY REDUCTION TARGETS
The original casualty reduction target for Great 
Britain was announced in 1987: to reduce the total num-
ber of casualties by one third by the year 2000, relative to 
the 1981-85 average. Good progress was made with re-
ducing the number of fatal and serious casualties, the 
number of fatal casualties fell by 39% over this period 
and the number of serious casualties fell by 49%. The 
Table 1  Road accident casualties in Great Britain, 1985-2005
Population
(million)
Licensed 
motor
vehicles
(million)
Road trafﬁc 
(billion  
veh-km)
Fatalities in road accidents Non-fatal
casualties
(thousand)
Road accidents
involving
personal injury
(thousand)
Pedestrians Pedal 
cyclists
Motor-
cyclists
Car 
occupants
Total
1985 55.1 21.2 316 1,789 286 796 2,061 5,165 312 246
1990 56.0 24.7 413 1,694 256 659 2,369 5,215 336 258
1995 56.3 25.4 434 1,038 213 445 1,749 3,621 307 230
2000 57.0 28.9 471 857 127 605 1,665 3,409 317 234
2005 58.4 32.8 504 671 148 569 1,675 3,201 268 199
Fig. 1 Casualty trends in Great Britain, 1985-2005
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number of slight casualties rose, however, so the total 
number of casualties fell by only 0.5%.
As the year 2000 approached, work began to prepare 
a new target, involving a range of analyses of casualty 
trends and the scope for new measures to improve road 
safety. The target announced in 2000 was for the year 
2010, relative to the 1994-98 average, and had three parts:
- a 40% reduction in the number of people killed or seri-
ously injured; 
- a 50% reduction in the number of children killed or 
seriously injured; and
- a 10% reduction in the slight casualty rate.
The number of people and of children killed or seri-
ously injured had fallen by 32.5% and 49.4% respectively 
by 2005, so good progress had been made towards the 
ﬁrst part of the target and the second part had almost been 
achieved. The third part of the target was achieved in 
2002, although there are concerns that the main reason 
could be a lower rate of reporting of slight accidents to 
and by the police.
There is no separate national target for the number 
of people killed. Progress with reducing this number has 
been relatively slow, and in 2005 it was only 11% below 
the 1994-98 average.
3. MAIN INFLUENCES
Two factors have been identiﬁed as having made 
major contributions to the reduction of fatal and serious 
casualties in recent years: the improved protection of car 
occupants in accidents as a result of better vehicle design, 
and the national programme of low cost road engineering 
measures such as junction improvements and installation 
of enhanced pedestrian crossing facilities. On the other 
hand, the increasing popularity of motorcycling since the 
mid-1990s has led to more motorcyclist casualties, and 
the level of drink/driving has tended to rise. The latter is 
illustrated in Table 3. The number of drink/drive acci-
dents and casualties cannot be known exactly for various 
reasons, but the numbers are routinely estimated using 
information from analyses of the blood of dead drivers 
and riders, and from police breath tests of those who have 
been involved in accidents.
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Table 2  Fatality rates in Great Britain, 1985-2005
Motor vehicles per 
1,000 population
Road deaths per 
100,000 population
Road deaths per  
1,000 motor vehicles
Car occupant deaths 
per billion car-km
Pedestrian deaths per 
100,000 population
1985 385 9.4 24.4 8.2 3.2
1990 441 9.3 21.1 7.1 3.0
1995 451 6.4 14.3 5.0 1.8
2000 507 6.0 11.8 4.4 1.5
2005 562 5.5  9.8 4.2 1.1
Table 3 Estimates of casualties in accidents in Great Britain which involved illegal alcohol levels, adjusted 
for under-reporting, 1985-2005
Casualties in drink/drive accidents
Fatal Serious Slight
1985 1,040 20% 6,810 10.3% 19,380 9.6%
1990 760 15% 4,090  7.4% 15,550 6.8%
1995 545 15% 3,000  7.2% 12,450 6.6%
2000 530 16% 2,540  7.4% 14,990 6.7%
2005 (provisional) 560 17% 2,100  8.3% 12,740 7.3%
Note: Each percentage expresses the number of casualties in drink/drive accidents as a proportion of the number in all accidents of that severity
